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Twenty outbreaks of foodborne illness in schools were 
reported to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) during 1997; 
however, only 8 cases were associated with food served in the school meal 
programs. Preliminary findings identified nine outbreaks in 1998, affecting 
an estimated 1,609 individuals. CDC notes that such outbreaks are 
underreported for a variety of reasons . The report recommends that the 
Secretary of Agriculture expeditiously develop a database for continuously 
documenting all food safety actions taken on foods donated to the 
Department's food assistance programs, and also provide additional 
information to help schools develop food procurement contracts that further 
ensure food safety. An appendix contains a comment from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture to the U.S. General Accounting Office. GAO comments 
supplementing those in the report text appear at the end of the appendix. 

(DFR) 



O 

ERIC 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 





U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Office of Educational Research and Improvement 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
/ CENTER (ERIC) 

W This document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 
originating it. 

□ Minor changes have been made to 
improve reproduction quality. 



Points of view or opinions stated in this 
document do not necessarily represent 
official OERI position or policy. 




sST COPY AVAILABLE 



c: 



ooo r 
oood 
oooo, 
,0000 







Contents 



Letter 3 



Appendixes Appendix I: Comments From the U.S. Department of Agriculture 18 

Appendix II: GAO Contacts and Staff Acknowledgements 23 



Abbreviations 

CDC Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
FNS Food and Nutrition Service 

HACCP Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point 
USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture 



ERiC 



Page 1 



3 



GAO/RCED-OO-53 School Meal Programs 



Accountability * Integrity ♦ Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20548 



Resources, Community, and 
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B-284297 

February 22, 2000 

The Honorable Tom Harkin 
Ranking Minority Member 
Committee on Agriculture, 

Nutrition, and Forestry 
United States Senate 

Dear Senator Harkin: 

The safety of food served in schools is a matter of concern because of 
children’s vulnerability to foodbome illness. More than 33 million meals are 
served daily to children through two federally assisted meal programs 
administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) — the National School Lunch and School Breakfast 
programs. In fiscal year 1998, the two programs cost a total of about $7.1 
billion for cash reimbursements to schools, USDA-donated foods, and 
program administration. Local school food authorities purchase about 83 
percent of the food served in the lunch program and all of the food served 
in the breakfast program. Food donated by USDA — such as beef, poultry, 
fruit, vegetable, grain, and dairy products — make up the remainder of the 
food served in the lunch program. USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service 
and Farm Service Agency acquire the donated foods by contracting with 
various suppliers; FNS’ Food Distribution Division distributes the foods to 
state agencies; and the state agencies distribute the foods to schools. 

To obtain information on the safety of foods served in the National School 
Lunch and School Breakfast programs, you asked us to determine the 
extent (1) of foodbome illness outbreaks related to meals served in 
schools; (2) to which USDA-donated foods in schools were removed, 
replaced, or disposed of because of the potential to cause foodbome 
illness; and (3) to which USDA has established procurement policies and 
procedures for ensuring the safety of foods it donates to the programs. 
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Results in Brief Twenty outbreaks of foodbome illness in schools were reported to the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention during calendar year 1997, the 
most recent year for which national data were available. 1 However, the 
health department records of the states that reported these outbreaks and 
other documentation indicate that only 8 of the 20 outbreaks were 
associated with food served in the school meal programs. The other 12 
outbreaks were related to foods that were consumed in schools but that 
were brought from home or obtained from other sources. Nationwide data 
were not available for 1998; however, the health department records of the 
states that reported outbreaks in schools to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention in 1997 identified nine outbreaks associated with food 
served in school meal programs during 1998. These outbreaks in 1997 and 
1998 affected an estimated 1,609 individuals. 

We identified five instances during the last 5 years in which USDA, in 
collaboration with others, removed, replaced, or disposed of USDA- 
donated foods because of the potential for the foods to cause foodbome 
illness. Two of the five actions were associated with the foodbome illness 
outbreaks involving USDA-donated foods during 1997 or 1998. The five 
actions involved approximately 1.7 million pounds of strawberries, 556,000 
pounds of beef patties, 400,000 pounds of poultry, 25,000 pounds of beef- 
and-vegetable protein patties, and an unknown quantity of ground beef. 
However, these five actions may not represent all the food safety actions 
taken because USDA lacks a process to systematically identify and 
document such actions. A multiagency food distribution reengineering 
team has proposed that FNS’ Food Distribution Division establish a 
database to continuously track all food safety actions taken on donated 
foods. 

USDA has established procurement policies and procedures that are 
intended to help ensure the safety of foods donated to schools. USDA’s 
provisions for the safety of donated foods are contained in procurement 
contracts used to purchase the foods from various suppliers. Some of these 
contract provisions are based on the same food safety regulations that are 
intended to protect food sold to the general public. For example, the 



■The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), an agency of the Department of 
r 6 ju ^ Human Sery i ces . ls responsible for monitoring and investigating outbreaks of 
foodbome disease. CDC defines an outbreak as foodbome illness from a common source 
affecting two or more individuals. CDC notes that such outbreaks are underreported for a 
variety of reasons. 
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contracts require suppliers to ensure that plants processing USDA-donated 
foods are operated and inspected in accordance with national food safety 
laws. Additionally, for certain foods with special safety concerns, such as 
eggs and diced chicken, USDA contracts require more stringent safety 
testing than is required by law for food sold to the general public. Finally, 
USDA contracts require that donated food be maintained at appropriate 
temperatures during processing, storage, and transportation. In addition to 
specific contract provisions, USDA officials told us that they consider 
potential suppliers’ food safety compliance records before awarding 
contracts. However, the food safety provisions in USDA’s procurement 
policies and procedures do not apply to schools, which purchase 83 
percent of the food served in the school lunch program and all of the food 
for the breakfast program. Furthermore, USDA provides schools with 
limited guidance on procuring safe foods. Therefore, the extent to which 
school food procurement contracts address safety may vary, depending on 
state and local laws and the procurement guidance that is available to 
schools. 

This report recommends that the Secretary of Agriculture (1) expeditiously 
develop a database for continuously documenting all food safety actions 
taken on foods donated to the Department’s food assistance programs and 
(2) provide information to assist schools in developing food procurement 
contracts that further ensure food safety. 



The goals of both the National School Lunch and School Breakfast 
programs are to improve children’s nutrition, increase lower-income 
children’s access to nutritious meals, and help support the agricultural 
economy. The school lunch program is available in almost all public 
schools and in many private schools. About 70 percent of those schools 
also participate in the breakfast program. FNS’ Child Nutrition Division 
administers both school meal programs. 

Schools that participate in the school lunch or breakfast programs receive 
a per-meal federal cash reimbursement for all meals they serve to children, 
as long as the meals meet federal nutrition standards. For 1998, the 
combined cash reimbursements for the two programs totaled about $6.3 
billion. In addition, schools participating in the lunch program are entitled 
to USDA-donated foods, at a value of 14.75 cents per meal served, which 
amounted to $643 million in fiscal year 1998. Overall, USDA provides about 
17 percent of the dollar value of food that goes on the table in school lunch 
programs. Schools purchase the remaining 83 percent of food served using 
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USDA’s cash reimbursement and their own funds. With 1998 federal 
administrative costs totaling about $100 million, the total cost in fiscal year 
1998 of the national lunch and breakfast programs — cash reimbursements, 
donated food purchases, and administration— was about $7.1 billion. 

USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service and Farm Service Agency are 
responsible for procuring USDA-donated foods. The Agricultural Marketing 
Service purchases meat, poultry, fish, and fruits and vegetables for 
donation, while the Farm Service Agency purchases grains, oils, peanut 
products, dairy products, and other foods. USDA contracts for the 
purchase of these products with suppliers who are selected through a 
formally advertised competitive bidding process. FNS’ Food Distribution 
Division administers the Food Distribution Program, which provides the 
donated foods to state agencies for distribution to schools and other 
eligible local outlets. 

While no federal agency specifically monitors the safety of school meals, 
USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service and the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services’ Food and Drug Administration are responsible 
for enforcing regulations that ensure the safety of the nation’s food supply. 
The Food Safety and Inspection Service is responsible for the safety of 
meat, poultry, and some eggs and egg products, while the Food and Drug 
Administration is responsible for all other foods, including fish, fruit, 
vegetable, milk, and grain products. When unsafe foods are detected, 
neither agency has the authority to recall them from distribution, but the 
appropriate agency can request manufacturers to do so voluntarily? 
Additionally, each agency announces recalls to keep the public informed. 
However, the announcements do not include detailed information, such as 
whether the recalled food was delivered to a USDA food assistance 
program or was USDA-donated food. 



^he Food Safety and Inspection Service also has the authority to temporarily detain 
potentially contaminated products for up to 20 days while it seeks a court order for seizure. 
The Food and Drug Administration may seize adulterated products, but such action 
generally requires a court order. 
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